had discovered in moths, using what today would be laughably primitive methods for recording unit activity. I lacked the patience to spend hours in the dark poking sharpened needles into moth brains and had little aptitude for electronics. So when David's colleague Brian Boycott suggested I tried using Golgi methods for staining single neurons, that basically settled matters. Neuroanatomical research provided almost instant gratification because each newly sectioned brain held a brand new collection of neurons to sort out. When I took my Ph.D. in 1968, being the first neuroanatomist since 1915 to have published neuroanatomy on the insect visual system, I suddenly had the ticket for postgraduate research in Germany funded by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation, and then shortly afterwards a position at a MaxPlank Institute, where I stayed until 1975.
You are a neuroscientist, but you now publish papers on evolution. How is that? The view once conveyed was that a biologist should, within sensible limits, be prepared to eat the animal that she or he was researching. I first heard this at a meeting where Bill Kristan publicly consumed a very alive medicinal leech, one of those he used at UCSD for his research. As were many others, I was quite impressed. This encouraging notion provided yet another impulse to expand my horizon beyond blowfly vision and to have a go at crustaceans, which were far more appetizing. One thing led to another: comparative brain anatomy morphed into using brain architectures for cladistic analyses and for resolving phylogenetic relationships across all the arthropods. This research is tremendous fun but it doesn't exactly appeal to agencies holding the purse strings, at least not in the US where the word 'evolution' scares some people rigid. Some years ago, I eventually did get to eat my original experimental animal. My wife Camilla and I were in France, when a power failure required us to eat our dinner by candle light. Not being able to see much, I hadn't noticed that the piece of rather ripe (and delicious) Saint Nectaire I'd just placed in my mouth hosted a vigorous colony of blowfly larvae. There really was no alternative: I swallowed the lot. What turned you on to biology in the first place? My fascination with plants began in early childhood, exploring my mother's extraordinarily creative garden. An interest in proper science started when I attended a junior school in Brighton. There, a courtly spinster found fulfillment in instructing unruly eight-and nine-year-olds in the rudiments of biology, taking a chosen few on long country rambles, from which we returned greatly disheveled, clutching paper bags stuffed with berries and leaves, old bird nests, a skull or two of a rabbit or, if really lucky, one that belonged to a badger. Those adventures were the roots of my later decision to opt for science rather than the classics, much to the disapproval of the masters in what the British obtusely call Public School. But, I was lousy at languages anyway.
If

And what drew you to neuroscience?
My training in neuroscience and neuroanatomy began serendipitously, in the Zoology Department at University College London. Students were better off then because each was well known to a department's entire faculty. David Blest who was a young lecturer at UCL, and had done his postgraduate training with Niko Tinbergen in Oxford, took me on as his Ph.D. student to study motionsensitive neurons he and Tom Collett Q & A pursuit: one that combines a lot of very hard work, such as collecting in the field or rummaging through museum collections, with the skills of interpreting structures in a functional and taxonomic context. Since 2012, I have been working on fossil nervous systems belonging to stem arthropods, the remains of which occur in the Chengjiang (and probably other) Lagerstätten in southwest China. These Lower Cambrian taxa are aesthetically pleasing and at the same time tremendously challenging with regard to interpreting the organization and identities of their appendages, exoskeleton and preserved organ systems. That they require meticulous observation and illustration satisfies the artist in me.
Will your pursuits in this area of research displace others? I don't know yet. One of the pleasures of being a scientist of a certain age is that I have the freedom to do stuff that is tangential, though related, to 'bread-and-butter research'. Being a neuroanatomist by trade, the study of minutiae has prepared me for work of another kind, which is interpreting delicate structures preserved in rock. And my early education in zoology serves me well for evolutionary studies. Changing direction requires some intense self-education. But that is what a scientist's life -hopefully any life -should always be: autodidactic. Otherwise the brain falls apart. Having said that, I will also continue my work on arthropod visual systems for a few years yet. How does biology education need to change? Nations' Bills of Rights, or their equivalents, need amendment now to insist that one preeminent right and responsibility of mankind is having a planet worth living on. And that can be achieved only if every child, teenager and young adult has to study ecology and evolution. National programs of public lectures would help, like those promoted by T.H. Huxley to the working public in the late 1800s. Then maybe, just maybe, we may be able to survive the next 100 years, though it doesn't look too good right now. The resistance to such teachings by certain religious factions makes the future much darker.
What's the best thing about being a scientist today? It should be, but is often not, the freedom to explore. There aren't many unknown places left to which a human can travel, except by using proxies -robots or telescopeswhich are marvels but can't take us anywhere physically. So what is left? The exploration by our brains of natural phenomena both past and present.
And what are the biggest problems for biological sciences today? First, research funding, take neuroscience as an example: in the US, and many other countries, funding agencies are buying into an entity comparable to one that Eisenhower warned against in the 1960s. Similar to his 'militaryindustrial complex', we today have a biomedical-industrial complex that views neuroscience research as an anthropocentric enterprise. This is reflected in the National Institutes of Health's accelerated withdrawal from basic research. A symptom of this state of affairs is the intellectually bereft moniker, the 'model organism'. This is no criticism of those working on those species, but I feel sorry for young adventurous minds that are deflected from exploring other animals. Apart from everything else, the focus on 'model organisms' is inimical to deep scholarship.
And the second? The second problem concerns public awareness about what science is telling us about our planet's immediate future. The diminution of basic research funding directly leads to public ignorance. Instead of being regaled by news of scientific advances and debates, the public is fed palliatives advertising the triumph of modern technology in pharmaceutics and medicine along with (bogus) news about industrialized 'greening' of the environment. Would funding agencies provide the funds, they could do immense good by generating information about what is happening to our planet. Take the fishing industries, for example. I learned recently from someone who has seen the evidence first hand that trawlers are scouring the sea beds bare -entire biotopes are being irreversibly destroyed, the consequences of which don't bear thinking about. Instead of funding studies on the phenomena of global warming, when the data are already in and we know what's happening, that money could be better spent on funding public education about how we might stop this madness and find strategies for sustainable natural ecologies that can feed us. But, I fear it's all too late.
If not a scientist, what would you have become?
I would be what I intended to be when I was sixteen: a forester. I have always delighted in the sounds and smells of a forest, the cycle of the seasons, the nostalgia of autumn when the paths are thick with fallen leaves and fungi are everywhere. The sheer physical labor of maintaining a healthy woodland I find most attractive for a fulfilled life. Planted forests speak to the ability of us humans to plan for the long termsomething that has become almost alien to us. Putting saplings into the soil, knowing that one's great-great grandchildren will be the first to reap the benefit of that action should be a lesson to us all that we need to envision the future, not of tomorrow but of 100, 150 years hence.
